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Abstract: Background: Environmental and personal circumstances during adolescence cause changes
affecting students, their wellbeing, performance, self-efficacy, motivation, and aspirations for the
future. The objective of this study was to analyze the relationship between burnout, self-efficacy,
and outlooks by student gender and age, and determine the influence of self-efficacy on burnout
and outlooks for the future. Methods: The sample was made up of 1287 high school students. The
instruments used to collect data were The Control—Individual Protective Factors Index to evaluate
self-efficacy, the Positive Outlook—Individual Protective Factors Index for aspirations, and finally,
for burnout, the Maslach Burnout Inventory. Results: The results showed that the cynicism and
exhaustion dimensions of burnout correlated negatively with self-efficacy and outlooks. On the
contrary, the academic efficacy dimension showed a positive correlation with self-efficacy. In addition,
the gender and age variables were related to burnout. Student self-efficacy was related to burnout
and outlooks for the future, where youths with the highest levels of self-efficacy were those who
had the most positive outlooks for the future and the least school burnout. Conclusions: Given the
academic changes that impede commitment, self-efficacy, and outlooks for the future of youths, the
design of intervention programs directed at improving adolescent self-efficacy would lower burnout
levels and raise their outlooks.

Keywords: school burnout; self-efficacy; outlooks for future; adolescents

1. Introduction

Throughout students’ education, a broad set of environmental and personal circum-
stances significantly affects them, especially during secondary education [1]. This stage of
their education coincides with adolescence, a very important period of the individual’s tran-
sition to adulthood characterized by emotional instability, high vulnerability, and influence
by peers and media, such as social networking sites and internet [2–4]. Similarly, during
this stage, the large amount of homework they have to do, and the need to clarify their
interests to be able to make educational-career choices, can cause students stress and even
lead to burnout and affect their education and future employment [5–8]. In this context,
some students who do not have the essential strategies needed for facing the problems and
demands of the school environment experience a loss of interest in schoolwork, high levels
of demotivation, and even feelings of physical and mental exhaustion that can lead to their
dropping out [9]. Such characteristics may favor the appearance of school burnout [10],
a construct that has the following dimensions: (a) Emotional exhaustion, which refers to
physical, emotional, and/or mental fatigue, (b) cynicism or disinterest in schoolwork, and
(c) efficacy, related to aptitude for performing academic tasks. School burnout is related to
high levels of stress and anxiety [1] and low scores in self-efficacy [11].
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In addition, studies such as the one by Sepúlveda and Valdebenito [12] on building
up aspirations in adolescents corroborate that students increasingly experience uncertainty
in this decision-making stage. Their aspirations for employment are one of the most
relevant predictors of academic results and future jobs, as they are understood as a complex
disposition for planning and a sense of possibilities for the future that guides students in
everyday tasks [13]. In this context, the environmental and personal variables that appear
during their education have an important role in students’ adaptation in the school, and can
influence them in matters such as wellbeing, performance [9,10,14–16], self-efficacy [17,18],
motivation [19], and adolescent aspirations for the future [20].

1.1. Relationship Between Burnout, Self-Efficacy, and Outlooks for the Future

According to León-Rubio et al. [21], self-efficacy determines the effort students make,
providing them with an active role, preventing stress and exhaustion, and arbitrating the
relationship between exhaustion and low performance. It is therefore a burnout preventive
factor, as the beliefs one has about his/her own efficacy reduce the effects of stressful
situations. This may be because efficacious students do not associate academic demands
with stress, but with overcoming difficulties. In this sense, these authors found that self-
efficacy was a moderator of burnout, since having high scores in self-efficacy lowered the
probability of developing the syndrome. However, there is some controversy about this, as
some results show that the relationship between these two variables is weak [22]. It should
also be mentioned that student aspirations affect their educational-career choices, which
are constructed during their education [8].

Therefore, self-efficacy is a personal competency that enables students to cope with
stressful situations or complete a task, becoming an important factor in psychoeducational
research in recent decades [23–26]. This is because of its relationship with educational
variables, with students’ academic results and their motivation [27], satisfaction, stress,
and burnout [28,29]. Thus, self-efficacy is closely related to future aspirations and burnout,
since higher beliefs in self-efficacy show a relationship with lower burnout scores. That
is, less self-efficacy is correlated with higher scores in burnout [30]. Like those with low
self-efficacy, they accentuate their own deficiencies, and their aspirations are lowered [31].
In light of the evidence reviewed, the hypothesis posed was that student self-efficacy
would be related to burnout and aspirations for the future, such that youths with higher
self-efficacy would have a more positive future outlook and less school burnout [32–37].

1.2. Differences by Gender and Age

In beginning a discussion of adolescent gender, some authors have provided evidence
that there are differences in burnout dimensions, where girls have higher levels of school
burnout [6,20,38]. However, even though girls are more prone to burnout, they also usually
devote more time to schoolwork [39]. Furthermore, González, Portolés, Muñoz, and
López [40] corroborated that boys have higher self-efficacy and vigor than girls. On the
contrary, Portolés and González [41] stated that girls have higher scores in academic self-
efficacy. Thus, some authors think these contradictory findings are due to the influence of
characteristics of the students, and that it is important that these differences be studied [21].
Thus, another hypothesis was proposed, expecting to find significant gender differences in
school burnout, self-efficacy, and aspirations for the future.

Attention was also given to burnout with respect to age. Widlund et al. [20] found
there were significant differences between younger adolescents and those who were in late
adolescence. However, Sagone et al. [17] found no differences between gender or age in
scores on commitment and the self-efficacy factor of burnout, although competence and
aspirations were higher in later adolescence than in early and middle adolescence. On
the contrary, the findings of Janko and Smeds [30] verified that aspirations of adolescents
were not significantly different by age, while the study by Ochoa and Diez-Martínez [42]
stated that future aspirations appeared mainly in primary education (6–12 years), dimin-
ishing with age and grade level. Continuing with this affirmation, García-Castro and
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Bartolucci [43] corroborated that at older ages, the possibility of dropping out of school
increased, and therefore, future outlook was also lower. In view of this controversy, the
next hypothesis posed was that factors such as age would be positively related to burnout
and negatively to self-efficacy and aspirations for the future.

1.3. The Present Study

The purpose of this study was to analyze the relationship between school burnout, self-
efficacy, and aspirations for the future in relation to gender and age and determine whether
there are any differences in burnout and outlook for the future by level of self-efficacy.

Therefore, based on the empirical evidence, the following hypotheses were formulated:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). There are statistically significant gender differences in school burnout, self-
efficacy, and outlooks for the future.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Age shows a positive association with burnout and negative with self-efficacy
and outlooks.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Self-efficacy is related to burnout and outlooks for the future, such that
students who show higher levels of self-efficacy also have more positive outlooks for the future and
lower school burnout.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The sample was made up of 1287 public high school students in the province of
Almeria (Spain), aged 14 to 18 with a mean age of 15.11 (SD = 0.91). The gender distribution
was 47.09% (n = 606) boys and 52.91% (n = 681) girls, with mean ages of 15.12 (SD = 0.94)
and 15.10 (SD = 0.88), respectively. The grade distribution was 55% (n = 707) in 11th grade
and 45% (n = 577) in 12th grade.

2.2. Instruments

An ad hoc questionnaire was prepared for collection of sociodemographic data (age,
gender, grade).

The Control—Individual Protective Factors Index [44] was employed for the evaluation of
self-efficacy. This scale consists of 13 items with four Likert-type answer choices (where 1
equals “completely disagree” and 4 “completely agree”), which are grouped in two dimen-
sions: Self-efficacy and self-control. The reliability found for the self-efficacy dimension
used in this study was α = 0.59 and α = 0.62 for the self-control scale.

Aspirations were evaluated with the Positive Outlook—Individual Protective Factors
Index [44]. Made up of six items, this scale measures positive future outlook. The answers
are rated on a Likert-type scale from 1 (“completely disagree”) to 4 (“completely agree”).
The Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient in this study was α = 0.60.

School burnout was evaluated with the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) [45] adapted
for students [46]. It has 15 items with answer choices on a six-point Likert-type scale (from
“never” to “always/every day”), on three scales: Exhaustion (feeling of not being able
to do more at school, finding oneself physically and emotionally exhausted), cynicism
(devaluation, criticism, and loss of interest as an attitude toward study), and efficacy
(feelings of personal realization in study). The reliability reported by the Cronbach’s alpha
for the scales on the questionnaire was α = 0.85 for exhaustion, α = 0.81 for cynicism, and
α = 0.80 for efficacy.

2.3. Procedure

Before starting with data collection, the principals of the schools were contacted, and
a meeting was arranged to inform them about the objectives of the study and guarantee
confidential data processing. After scheduling the test sessions, two members of the



Sustainability 2021, 13, 4575 4 of 10

research team went to the schools to administer the questionnaires. The tests were filled out
in the usual classroom assigned to each group in the presence of the teacher in charge. At
the beginning of the session, before completing the questionnaires, the students were given
the appropriate instructions and time to ask any questions they might have, and ensured
the anonymity of their answers, respecting their privacy during statistical processing. The
students took the tests anonymously and individually in an average time estimated at
25–30 min. The study was approved by the University of Almeria Bioethics Committee
(Ref: UALBIO2018/015).

2.4. Data Analysis

The statistical analysis was carried out with SPSS version 24.0 [47]. First, the descrip-
tive parameters were found by descriptive and frequency analyses. In addition, to examine
any statistically significant gender differences in the school burnout factors, outlooks, and
self-efficacy, the Student’s t-test was applied and Cohen’s d for effect size. The Pearson’s
correlation was used to determine the relationship between age, perceived self-efficacy,
school burnout factors, and outlooks for the future. Finally, to compare the differences
in the burnout factors and outlooks of students on different points on the self-efficacy
continuum, they were divided into three groups following previous studies [25]. In this
case, this was done by visual grouping based on the cases explored. Thus, participants were
distributed by low self-efficacy (those students scoring below 24), medium self-efficacy
(from 24 to 26 points on the scale), and high self-efficacy (over 26). After stratifying the
sample by self-efficacy, an ANOVA was done to find out whether there were differences be-
tween the groups in burnout and outlooks for the future. Welch’s F-test [48] was computed,
because it is recommended for unequal sample sizes (n = 508, n = 430, n = 338) and when
the assumption of homogeneity of variances for one-way ANOVA is violated (in this case,
the Levene’s test revealed significance in two of the four dependent variables: Exhaustion
p < 0.01; Cynicism p < 0.05; Efficacy p = 0.399; Positive Future Outlook p = 0.70).

3. Results
3.1. Self-Efficacy, Outlooks for the Future, and School Burnout by Gender

Table 1 shows the results of means found boys and girls in the three dimensions of
burnout, future outlook, and self-efficacy and self-control. As observed, girls had signifi-
cantly higher mean scores in the exhaustion factor of burnout (t(1285) = −4.42; p < 0.001; d
= 0.25) and in self-efficacy (t(1285) = −3.26; p < 0.01; d = 0.18). Meanwhile, in the cynicism
factor of burnout, it was the boys who had significantly higher scores (t(1285) = 2.29; p < 0.01;
d = 0.13).

Table 1. Self-efficacy, outlooks for the future, and engagement. Descriptive statistics and t-test by
gender.

Variables

Gender

t pBoys Girls

n M SD n M SD

School Burnout

Exhaustion 606 17.89 7.59 681 19.70 7.02 −4.42 ** 0.000

Cynicism 606 10.88 6.35 681 9.79 6.60 2.29 * 0.003

Efficacy 606 22.83 7.29 681 23.58 6.76 −1.90 0.058

Positive future outlook 606 18.70 2.99 681 18.50 2.79 1.20 0.229

Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy 606 24.45 2.71 681 24.91 2.29 −3.26 * 0.001

Self-control 606 17.84 3.28 681 18.03 3.24 −1.00 0.314
* p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001. Note: M = mean; SD = standard deviation.
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3.2. Relationship Between Age, Self-Efficacy, Future Outlooks, and School Burnout in Adolescents

Table 2 shows the results for the relationship between age, burnout, outlooks for the
future, and self-efficacy in the high school students. Age was not related to self-efficacy
or positive future outlook, so the older age of high school students did not seem to be
related to feelings of general efficacy or outlooks for the future. On the contrary, a positive
relationship was found with the exhaustion (r = 0.07; p < 0.01) and cynicism (r = 0.11;
p < 0.001) factors of burnout, and negative with feeling of academic efficacy (r = −0.08;
p < 0.01). Nevertheless, the strength of the relationship was low.

Table 2. Correlation matrix for age, burnout, self-efficacy, cynicism, and outlook for the future.

Variable Exhaustion Cynicism Efficacy Self-
Efficacy

Self-
Control Outlook

Age 0.07 * 0.10 ** −0.08 * 0.00 −0.03 −0.02
Exhaustion – 0.57 ** −0.12 ** −0.08 * −0.26 ** −0.20 **
Cynicism – – −0.29 ** −0.15 ** −0.31 ** −0.26 **
Efficacy – – – 0.20 ** 0.15 ** 0.28 **

Self-efficacy – – – – 0.17 ** 0.31 **
Self-control – – – – – 0.22 **

* p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001.

Furthermore, the burnout exhaustion subscale was negatively associated with the
self-efficacy (r = −0.08; p < 0.01) and self-control (r = −0.27; p < 0.001) scales, as well as
positive future outlook (r = −0.20; p < 0.001). The burnout cynicism factor was also signifi-
cantly negatively associated with self-efficacy (r = −0.16; p < 0.001), self-control (r = −0.32;
p < 0.001), and positive future outlook (r = −0.26; p < 0.001). Therefore, adolescents feeling
emotionally exhausted by studies and devaluing them are related to feeling less efficacy
and personal control, and a less-positive outlook. On the other hand, the academic effi-
cacy burnout factor showed a positive relationship with self-efficacy (r = 0.21; p < 0.001)
and self-control (r = 0.16; p < 0.001), and also positive future outlook (r = 0.28; p < 0.001).
Concerning the relationship between the self-efficacy and positive outlook factors, a signifi-
cantly positive correlation was found between the two self-efficacy factors, that is, with
self-control (r = 0.31; p < 0.001) and self-efficacy (r = 0.22; p < 0.001). Therefore, higher
self-efficacy is associated with youths having more promising future goals and outlooks.

3.3. Differences in Burnout and Positive Future Outlook by Level of Self-Efficacy

Students were grouped into low, medium, and high by the self-efficacy levels. After
that, the differences in positive future outlook and burnout components were analyzed by
these groups, also entering gender as a covariate, since the gender effect on the grouping
factor was found in Table 1 (that is, self-efficacy).

The homogeneity of covariance was examined by Box’s M-test and the null hypothesis
of data fit was accepted (MBox = 24.78; F(20, 4714302.127) = 1.23; p > 0.05). The multivariate
comparison showed that there were no significant between-group differences (λWilks = 0.98;
F(8, 2534) = 1.93; p > 0.05), so gender had no effect on the dependent variables.

In addition, analyzing the relationship for the dependent variables mentioned above
individually (Figure 1), significant differences were found between self-efficacy groups in
the Academic Efficacy factor (F(2, 1275) = 29.32; p < 0.001). Post hoc comparisons showed
that the participants with low self-efficacy had a significantly lower score than the medium
self-efficacy group or than youths with high self-efficacy. Significant differences were also
found between self-efficacy groups in burnout’s exhaustion (F(2, 1275) = 5.06; p < 0.01) and
cynicism (F(2, 1275) = 12.36; p < 0.001). Specifically, differences were found between high
self-efficacy and medium and low self-efficacy, but not between the last two. Thus, youths
who showed low self-efficacy are those who were the most exhausted and had a more
cynical attitude toward study, followed by those who had medium self-efficacy. Those
who had high self-efficacy were the least affected by these school burnout factors. Along
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the same line, in Positive Future Outlook, significant differences were detected among the
three groups (F(2, 1275) = 51.53; p < 0.001), where adolescents in the high self-efficacy group
showed a more positive outlook than youths with medium self-efficacy or, in turn, than
the low self-efficacy group.
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4. Discussion

High school may mean strong environmental, personal, and academic changes for
adolescents, which impede commitment and classroom performance [1–3,5].

This descriptive cross-sectional study analyzed differences between school burnout,
self-efficacy, and future outlooks with respect to student gender and age. In addition,
the influence of self-efficacy on student burnout and outlooks for the future were also
studied. Based on the literature stating that there are differences between girls and boys
insofar as burnout dimensions, self-efficacy and future aspirations are concerned [20,40,41].
Moreover, there were statistically significant gender differences in school burnout, self-
efficacy, and outlooks for the future, since part of these results coincide with previous
studies, such as those by González et al. [40] and González-Cabanach et al. [25], which
showed that boys have higher self-efficacy and vigor than girls, the first hypothesis posed.

The second hypothesis of this study was also confirmed. As found elsewhere [17,20],
factors such as age showed a positive association with burnout and negative with aspirations.
This was verified by focusing on the age and gender of the adolescents, corroborating that there
is a negative association with self-efficacy. It was also verified that outlooks of adolescents
had no significant relationship with their age [30]. This may be because the study sample
was homogeneous, as the participant age range was not wide enough to show differences in
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maturity or developmental change. It would therefore be advisable to continue enquiry in
this respect.

The last hypothesis posed referred to the relationship between self-efficacy shown
by the students with burnout and future outlooks. Self-efficacy induces to stable personal
competence for coping with potentially stressful situations [23,41]. This involves a rela-
tionship with a diversity of educational variables, with the scholastic results of students,
with their motivation [27], with satisfaction, and with stress and burnout levels [29]. Thus,
youths who show higher self-efficacy have a more positive outlook for the future and less
school burnout [30].

Although with some limitations, these results show important theoretical and practical
implications. It shows a valid theoretical justification for the contradictory findings on
the relationship between self-efficacy, future outlooks, and academic burnout in previous
studies [21]. In particular, the results of this study confirm the idea that self-efficacy is
related to academic burnout and future outlook. Furthermore, from a practical perspective,
it was found that the promotion of self-efficacy could be an effective strategy for reducing
the stress that some students are subjected to and favor their perspectives for the future [21].
Some limitations should be mentioned. In the first place, the scant bibliography found
analyzing the relationships between the high school student variables undertaken in
this study, hindering construction of sufficient theoretical argument to back its findings.
Therefore, future research should delve further into the relationship between adolescent
burnout, self-efficacy, and outlooks for the future. Furthermore, contextual factors that
could have been affecting the participants, such as exposure to stressful situations, were not
taken into consideration, so future research should also include stress due to its importance
in developing burnout. In addition, the reliability indices of some of the scales (for example
positive outlook) were relatively low. Finally, the sample was taken from high schools and
did not address adolescents with school absenteeism. Therefore, following studies should
use sampling techniques that allow them access to this sector of the population.

5. Conclusions

High school can involve enormous personal, social, and academic changes impeding
adolescent commitment, self-efficacy, classroom performance, and outlook for the future.
The strong presence of school burnout in high schools is of severe social concern, due
to the effects it can cause on educational variables affecting youths. Therefore, knowing
the influence of individual, sociodemographic, and psychological variables, such as self-
efficacy, in the development of this syndrome and in promoting future aspirations, makes
it a subject of vital importance. This particular study demonstrated that age and gender
marked differences in burnout levels, contrary to self-efficacy and outlooks, in which age
was not an influential factor. It should also be mentioned that self-efficacy is a personal
competency that is related to future outlooks, stress, and burnout, demonstrating that
lower self-efficacy is correlated with higher scores in exhaustion, and those subjects who
show low self-efficacy have lower future outlooks.

Adolescents’ main current and future outlooks are organized, planning tasks-goals-
plans, after changes affecting their academic and employment environment, aesthetic
and moral values, personal integration, and self-development. These results showed that
self-efficacy is higher in adolescents with lower burnout and more favorable aspirations.
Therefore, it would be advisable for science to study further the relationship between
self-efficacy, future outlooks, and school burnout, and thereby also, its negative effects,
improving students’ aspirations.
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